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THE

STATE OF READING IN THE STATE OF MICHIGAN

approach, I suggest that the teacher take an inventory of his teaching skills, asking: "What else do I
need to learn to help me respond to the students who
most depend on my expertise?" Finally, I suggest that
teachers avoid pursuing a "going it alone" approach.
For example, a very useful resource from which to
seek support and assistance are colleagues who are
already skilled in working with individual struggling
learners.
While I believe that there are many actions teachers
can take to adopt such an approach in their classrooms, I also recognize that reform is also needed at
broader levels. In particular, I suggest that the time
is right for literacy educators to use our influence as
members of the International Reading Association
and the Michigan Reading Association to promote
instructional decision-making as the primary role of
teachers. In addition, it is crucial that the primary
emphasis in teacher education and professional
development programs should always be the development of high-quality teacher decision-making. It is

of fundamental importance that all of us involved
in literacy education counteract the current bias
towards approaches that elevate labeling and scripted
approaches to teaching, and instead promote and
support the primary role of teachers as instructional
decision-makers resulting in much greater benefits to
the children that we serve.

Suggested Reading List:
Clay, M. M. (1998). By different paths to common
outcomes. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
Johnston, P. (2004). Choice words. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.
Lyons, C. A. (2003). Teaching struggling readers:
How to use brain-based research to maximize
learning. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
O'Leary, S. (1997). Five kids: Stories of children
learning to read. Bothell, WA: Wright Group/
McGraw-Hill.
Paley, V. (1981). Wally's Stories. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.
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W

hen I entered the classroom that day, I began by asking students "What do you
do when you read a text?" I expected some frivolous answers like "I stretch out on
my bed," but the students took my question seriously. Perhaps they thought "text"
was limited to textbook, though, because the responses included comments like
"Highlight the boldfaced words," "Look over the page and see if anything pops out at me,"
"Read just the summary," and one or two responses like "Use context to get key words."
Not a single person said anything like "Try to understand the text" or "Think about what
I'm reading." We might optimistically have hoped that of course most of the students were focusing on meaning
anyway, but their typical recall and understanding suggested otherwise.

Connie Weaver, just retired from the faculty at Western Michigan
University, has been active in the fields of literacy and language
arts for over three decades and has served as a member and
director of the Commission on Reading of the National Council
of Teachers of English. Her most recent book on reading, the 3rd
edition of Reading Process and Practice, is complemented by two
edited books that are used in the NCTE's Reading Initiative, a
professional development program for teachers.
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cognitive strategies, all too many students
will become the eyeballers that I find
so prevalent at, yes, the college level.
Primary grade teachers will find helpful
Debbie Miller's book Reading with Meaning (Miller, 2002). Other books on these
topics include Strategies that Work, for
grades K-8 (Harvey & Goudvis, 2000),
Nonfiction Matters, for grades 3-8 (Harvey,
1998) and several books by Cris Tovani
for grades 6-12 (see, for example, Tovani,
2000, 2004) . Be assured, too, that literature circles are one of the best formats for
teaching comprehending strategies. There
is a natural give-and-take in discussing
literature, which appears to be highly
motivating. The NRP found positive
results for seven different comprehension strategies when taught separately
(National Reading Panel, 2000, chapter 4,
p. 42), but multiple-strategy instruction
in naturalistic discussions was found to be
most promising (National Reading Panel,
2000, chapter 4, p. 46).

Reading had become a matter of eyeballing (running
their eyes across the text) and coloring (highlighting
things that were emphasized, such as boldfaced words
and section titles). Several students admitted later
in their journals that they had never even thought
of trying to draw upon what they already knew to
understand what they were reading, much less to
draw inferences or think critically.
You can be assured that since that day, I have spent
time helping students use cognitive strategies as they
process text.
Reflecting on these experiences led me to think of
other "Be assureds" to share with you. Several of them
involve the National Reading Panel (NRP) report
(National Reading Panel, 2000), a document of about
450 pages that was claimed to be the research base
for the Reading First Initiative. In reality, there are
misleading and exaggerated inferences, and even
dishonest "conclusions," in some of the documents
that purport to derive from the NRP report. And on
the other hand, there are some important conclusions
about teaching comprehension that have not found
their way into the press (see, for example, Yatvin,
Weaver, & Garan, 2003). Careful examination of the
NRP data gives rise to some, but not all, of the following "Be assureds."
1.

Be assured that reading is comprehending,
which requires thinking-or it should be.
Reading is more than eyeballing and coloring,
more than word identification and fluency,
more than comprehension "skills" like finding
a test maker's notion of the main idea. The
Michigan Definition of Reading emphasizes
the active role of the reader, as well it should.
Reading involves strategies like predicting
and inferring, determining importance, asking
questions, analyzing, and synthesizing-a
sophisticated skill that involves extracting
and putting into our own words what we
consider important overall from whatever we
have read. We teachers all do it; our students
should, too.

2. Be assured that from the earliest levels, it is possible and crucial to teach
comprehending, the process of using
cognitive strategies to make sense of
text. This can't wait until readers have
become fluent decoders (if they ever do).
Without repeated instruction in using
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3.

Be assured that teaching reading as a set
of skills has not been demonstrated to be
the best way to produce good readers. Many
textbook series now incorporate the five
aspects of reading that the NRP chose to
investigate separately: phonemic awareness,
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. However, the NRP did not compare
approaches to teaching reading, but only
approaches to teaching each of these isolated
skills, separately. The panel did not compare
a skills-in-isolation approach with other
approaches to teaching reading, such as a
comprehensive literacy approach. There is
absolutely no evidence for claiming that we
should teach reading as separate skills!

4. Be assured that scripted programs like Open
Court and Direct Instruction are not the most
effective way to teach reading, even if, in the
short run, they produce good test results.
Research in a large urban school district
with comparable percentages of economically
disadvantaged children found that the schools
that had used Open Court for 10 or more years
were significantly more likely to have lower
SAT 9 reading scores than schools using one of
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the non-scripted programs (Moustafa, 2002).
In the NRP report, scripted reading programs
generally showed negative results for spelling
and comprehension beyond grade 1 (National
Reading Panel, 2000, Chapter 2, Appendix G,
pp. 169-176). The NRP report did not endorse
or recommend any reading program.
5. Be assured that teaching reading strategies
within a rich reading, writing, and literacy
program has substantial research support.
Some experimental research studies are
described in my Reading Process and Practice (Weaver, 2002). More broadly, see the
research summary Building a Knowledge
Base in Reading, by Jane Braunger and Jan
Lewis (Braunger, Lewis, Northwest Regional
Educational Laboratory, National Council of
Teachers of English, & International Reading
Association, 1997). Be assured that students
do not have to be taught phonemic awareness
before they begin to read. What is phonemic
awareness, some of you may ask? Certain
researchers have defined it as the ability
not only to hear but also to manipulate the
"separate" sounds in words. Cat, for example,
consists of the phonemes/ k-a-t /. String
consists of/ s + t + r + i + /. One task for
manipulating phonemes is to drop the initial
sound of a word: for example, separating the/
k / from the/ at/ in cat. Many of us learned to
read whole words before we learned to separate the sounds in spoken words, so it should
not be surprising to us that learners don't
need to develop phonemic awareness before
they learn to read. Most readers do develop
phonemic awareness in the process of learning
to read and write, especially when guidance is
given in matching letters to sounds (phonics).
6. Be assured that IF phonemic awareness is
taught, it should be taught neither separately
nor exhaustively. The NRP uncovered some
interesting evidence in this regard. First,
phonemic awareness is not best learned when
taught separately; rather, it is best learned
when sounds are taught in conjunction with
letters-that is, as part of phonics (National
Reading Panel, 2000, Chapter 2, p. 33 and p.
34) and through invented spellings (National
Reading Panel, 2000, Chapter 2, p. 39). The
NRP also found that if phonemic awareness
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was taught in isolation despite these research
findings, phonemic awareness programs were
most effective if they lasted for fewer than
20 hours (per lifetime!), and if the lessons
were no more than 30 minutes each (National
Reading Panel, 2000, Chapter 2, p. 42).
7.

Be assured that in the long run, teaching
phonics first is not necessarily the best way
to teach reading. It may result in higher
test scores on standardized tests in the first
grade, when even "comprehension" amounts
to identifying words. Beyond the first grade,
however, the scores for comprehension were
generally not higher for students who had
received systematic phonics training. Second
graders of average or better intelligence who
weren't making normal progress in reading
were helped by systematic phonics, but other
lower achieving readers in grades 2-6 weren't
particularly helped (National Reading Panel,
2000, Chapter 2, Appendix G, pp. 169-176).

8.

Be assured that fluency is not necessary for
comprehending a text. It's good to be able to
read many words automatically. However,
many readers who don't read fluently
comprehend well in untimed situations, and
good readers often don't read fluently when
processing text for meaning. One piece of
the evidence is found in research on the use
of DIBELS in Reading First classrooms in
Michigan, which found that about 45 percent
of the second and third graders identified
as "low risk" by the DIBELS "oral reading
fluency" measure in the fall of the school year
were reading below grade level on the Iowa
Test of Basic Skills given in the spring. "Some
students who are fluent oral readers do not
perform as well on measures of vocabulary
and comprehension" (Carlisle, Schilling, Scott,
& Zeng, 2004, p. 14). Promoting fluency before
comprehension may become promoting fluency
instead of comprehension.

9.

Be assured that giving students plenty of
opportunities to read self-chosen books in
school is important. This has been demonstrated by questions on the NAEP (National
Assessment of Educational Progress) and is
clearly demonstrated also in Stephen Krashen's The Power of Reading (Krashen, 2004).
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Finally, be assured that the only way to go is up.
There will be a time when we have more money for
books, more money for in-service mentoring in a
diverse range of teaching approaches, more opportunity for informed teacher decision-making. I have
faith, and I hope you do too.

Krashen, S. D. (2004). The power of reading: Insights
from the research. Westport, CT: Libraries
Unlimited.
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